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   Social Justice in Education 

and Counseling   

 What is justice? What is fairness? Is life fair? Is life just? What kind of 
fairness and justice may one expect? What rights are people entitled 

to as human beings? What privileges are people entitled to as human 
beings? Should privilege be based on merit? To what should merit entitle 
people? What is a fair way to distribute goods and resources? Should dis-
tribution be based on rights or privileges? Is it fair to take from one group 
and give to another group? When is it fair and when is it not fair to do so? 

 Social justice has become a watchword for teacher education and 
counselor education. In both professions, the concept of social justice has 
become fundamental to effective teaching and counseling. Social justice 
principles serve as a foundation for implementing strategies that lead to 
more egalitarian practices (Toporek, Gerstein, Fouad, Roysircar-Sodowsky, 
& Israel, 2006). As the United States moves rapidly toward a population in 
which more than one half of the people are of diverse cultural backgrounds, 
current and future leaders must be prepared to address issues of social 
justice. A social justice focus acknowledges issues of unearned power, privi-
lege, and oppression and how these link with psychological stress and disor-
ders (Ratts, D’Andrea, & Arredondo, 2004). We recognize that counseling 
and counselor education are inescapably political and ideological activities 
in that they inherently involve ideas, ideals, power, and access to learning 
and life opportunities. As such, the professions of education and counsel-
ing are compelled to undertake a coherent and intellectual approach to the 
preparation of teachers and counselors that acknowledges the social and 
political contexts in which teaching, counseling, learning, schooling, and 
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ideas about justice have been located historically and the tensions among 
competing goals of those who seek justice. 

 Crethar, Rivera, and Nash (2008) found common threads that are shared 
by multicultural, feminist, and social justice paradigms. Clients exist within 
and are constantly affected by environmental systems and contexts that 
“require developing a keen awareness and knowledge of the ways that 
various forms of injustice, oppression, discrimination, marginalization, and 
social-cultural privileges adversely affect the lives of millions of people in 
contemporary society” (p. 269). Recognition that all counseling is political 
requires “practitioners to embrace their roles as environmental-organiza-
tional-institutional change agents and sociopolitical activists” (p. 277). 

 Ratts (2011) described the interconnectedness of multiculturalism and 
social justice as “two sides of the same coin” (p. 26). Ratts posited that 
both perspectives promote the “need to develop multiculturally and advo-
cacy competent helping professionals” (p. 24). 

 What Is Social Justice? 

 Moyo (2010) concluded that most authors make no attempt to define social 
justice or to explain how the concept is used in their particular context. It 
appears that authors who do not define social justice take for granted that 
the reader should understand their intended meaning. Moyo suggested that 
this conceptual vagueness might actually support the prevailing realities 
of social injustice. Rizvi (1998) argued that “the immediate difficulty one 
confronts when examining the idea of social justice is the fact that it does 
not have a single essential meaning—it is embedded within discourses that 
are historically constituted and that are sites of conflicting and divergent 
political endeavors” (p. 47). 

 Zollers, Albert, and Cochran-Smith (2000) described a multiyear study 
to see if a group of faculty members could develop a “shared meaning” 
of social justice. Even though similar themes and conceptions emerged, a 
common grasp of the term with comparable practices appeared untenable, 
claiming that they “could not assume that we were all committed to the 
same idea or shared fundamental meanings and assumptions about social 
justice” (p. 9). 

 Social justice is a normative concept often expressed in two forms: as an 
ideal and as a mobilizing idea. The ideal focuses on how and to what extent 
the good and bad things in life should be distributed among members of 
human society (Miller, 1999). Social justice in the form of mobilizing people 
makes injustice visible, contestable, and changeable (Newman & Yeates, 
2008). Those focusing on this form of social justice require a definition that 
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accommodates multiple forms of identity, discrimination, and exclusion. 
Social justice in the broadest sense includes political, educational, legal, eco-
nomic, social, and other human rights of people. Social justice symbolizes the 
concept of fairness and advocates that no one be discriminated against on the 
grounds of religion, belief, gender, color, class, wealth, and social status. 

 Bell (1997) defined social justice as a state of 

 full and equal participation of all groups in a society that is mutually shaped 
to meet their needs. Social justice includes a vision of a society in which the 
distribution of resources is equitable and all members are physically and 
psychologically safe and secure . . . a society in which individuals are both self-
determining (able to develop their full capacities) and interdependent (capable 
of interacting democratically with others). (p. 3) 

 Western thought is built on a series of interrelated hierarchical opposi-
tions, such as reason—emotion, presence—absence, fact—value, good—
evil, and male—female (Culler, 1982). 

 For our purposes in this chapter, we conceptualize social justice along 
a continuum between social oppression on one end of the continuum 
and social equality on the other end. We view social oppression as those 
behaviors that result in the assignment of persons to a particular category 
based on their membership in a particular group of people. We view social 
equality as a state where all individuals have equal intrinsic worth and that 
status is recognized in the decisions made in the society. Terms like  fairness , 
 nondiscrimination ,  equity , and  giving persons their due  are often found in 
discussions of social equality. For any definition then, one might position 
it along the continuum, and thus in relation to both poles, and in relation 
to other social justice definitions. Prigoff (2003) asserted that a “social jus-
tice framework” includes access to vital resources, participation in critical 
decision making processes, and respect for human rights and the various 
dimensions of personal identity, particularly culture. 

 Oppression describes polices, practices, norms, and traditions that 
systematically exploit one social group (the target group) by another (the 
dominant group) for the dominant group’s benefit. The common elements 
of oppression are: norms defined by the dominant group, institutional 
power, economic power, violence and the threat of violence, and target 
group invisibility (Pharr, 1997). 

 Oppression differs from discrimination, bias, prejudice, or bigotry 
because these refer to individual acts that anyone can manifest (all humans 
have learned prejudices). In contrast, oppression occurs when prejudice 
is backed by social and institutional power. Oppression involves institu-
tional control, ideological domination, and the imposition of the dominant 
group’s culture on the target group. 

©SAGE Publications



280   Increasing Multicultural Understanding

 Privilege refers to the rights, benefits, and advantages automatically 
received by being a member of the dominant group, regardless of inten-
tions. From the critical social justice perspective, privilege refers to systemi-
cally conferred dominance (McIntosh, 1988) and the institutional processes 
by which the beliefs and values of the dominant group are “made normal” 
and universal (Dyer, 1997; Kimmel, 2003). 

 History of Social Justice 

 Justice (from the Latin  justus  meaning righteous) is a complex and con-
tested notion, which defies precise definition. Questions concerning what 
justice is and its origins have occupied the minds of philosophers for nearly 
3,000 years, and to this day, remain the subject of philosophical debate. 
The result of this philosophical debate has not been the development of 
a singular and refined universal theory of justice but the development of 
a range of rival theories of justice. 

 Social justice is based on the premise that all people have inalienable 
rights. These rights include access to vital resources, participation in critical 
decision making processes, and respect for human rights and the various 
dimensions of personal identity, particularly culture. 

 In rabbinic Judaism  tzedakah  (charity) is used synonymously with 
justice. Charity  is  justice, and in post-biblical Hebrew  tzedakah,  relief/
relieving fellow Jews (neighbors) from poverty, is understood as a duty, 
an act of justice, and moral righteousness. Correlatively, the poor indi-
vidual’s right to food, clothing, and shelter is just that, a right, and is 
considered a legal claim that must be honored by the more fortunate 
of the community. Viewed this way,  tzedakah  is not a matter of philan-
thropic sentiment or mercy but an act of justice, a commandment, and 
duty (Fleischacker, 2004). 

 Throughout the Christian Bible there are numerous references calling 
Christians to serve the poor, marginalized, and oppressed—to reach out to 
the underserved. Among the many references are the following: 

 Isaiah 1:17. Learn to do good; seek justice, correct oppression; bring justice to 
the fatherless, plead the widow’s cause 

 Jeremiah 22:3. Do justice and righteousness. 

 Romans 12:16. Live in harmony with one another. Do not be haughty, but asso-
ciate with the lowly. 

 Micah 6:8. . . . do justice, and to love kindness. 

 Proverbs 31:9. Open your mouth, judge righteously, defend the rights of the poor 
and needy. 
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 Psalm 82:3. Give justice to the weak and the fatherless; maintain the right of the 
afflicted and the destitute. 

 Ethnic minorities, older adults, children, low-income individuals, per-
sons with Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) or Acquired Immune 
Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS), persons with disabilities, inner-city residents, 
and rural residents represent just a few of the modern day people groups 
who remain underserved. Kallen (2004) posited that variables such as 
oppression, racism, discrimination, poverty, stigma, lack of available mental 
health professionals, and inadequate (if not unattainable) health insurance 
make it difficult for the underserved to receive adequate psychological care. 

 Novak (2000) reported the phrase “social justice” was first used in 
1840 by a Sicilian priest, Luigi Taparelli d’Azeglio, and given prominence 
by Antonio Rosmini-Serbati in  La Costitutione Civile Secondo la Giustizia 
Sociale  in 1848. Taparelli prefaced “justice” with “social” to emphasize the 
social nature of human beings and, flowing from this, the importance of var-
ious social spheres outside civic government. Taparelli believed that people 
have the right to freely form different levels of association and to interact 
through them to fulfill needs and accomplish necessary tasks. His vision of 
social justice emphasized freedom and respect for human beings and the 
small institutions through which they pursue basic needs. John Stuart Mill 
gave this suggested approach to social questions in 1863 in  Utilitarianism:  

 Society should treat all equally well who have  deserved  equally well of it, 
that is, who have deserved equally well absolutely. This is the highest abstract 
standard of social and distributive justice; towards which  all institutions,  and 
the efforts of all virtuous citizens,  should be made   in the utmost   degree to 
converge.  (cited in Novak, 2000, p. 108) 

 Social Justice in a Just Society 

 Among the different conceptions of justice to have emerged through the 
ages of ongoing philosophical debate are: justice as revenge (retributive 
justice); justice as mercy; justice as harmony; justice as equity (impartiality 
and fairness); justice as equality (equals must be treated equally); justice 
as an equal distribution of benefits and burdens (distributive justice and 
redistributive justice); justice as what is deserved (to each according to 
merit or worth); justice as love; and justice as reconciliation and reparation 
(restorative justice). 

 The basic structure of a society includes all institutional and social prac-
tices that are required to sustain mutual recognition and respect among 
people. The distributive part of social justice (Rawls, 1971) is associated 
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with the socially just distribution of goods in a society. It also includes the 
distribution of basic rights and liberties, opportunity, health care, social pat-
terns of respect, recognition, and self-respect. Individuals in devalued groups 
often speak of the social patterns of respect, recognition, and self-respect. 
While the boundaries between the social patterns of respect and disrespect, 
recognition and invisibility, and self-respect and self-hatred may be vague 
and a function of individuality, they remain central and critical to the con-
cept of social justice. Rawls’s concept of social justice requires equality in the 
social bases of self-respect and a society in which all citizens acquire a sense 
that what they do in everyday life is worthwhile. What makes a just society? 
How is social justice connected to an individual’s pursuit of the good life? 

 Jansson (2005) described a socially just society as one in which both 
“economic and social differences between social classes and groups are 
markedly reduced” (p. 24). Wilkinson and Pickett (2009) concluded that 
in those societies with more equal income distribution there exist fewer 
social problems and ills. They used the 23 richest countries and correlated 
the level of inequality with different indicators of individual well-being 
and social welfare. To measure the extent of income inequality, they chose 
the ratio of income of the top 20% to the lower 20% in a society, the 
23 countries are ranked according to their degree of income inequality, 
the Scandinavian countries and Japan representing one extreme with the 
lowest income inequality, and the United Kingdom, Portugal, the United 
States, and Singapore the other extreme with the highest income inequality. 
They used a total of nine social problems, which are identified as ‘‘costs of 
inequality’’: (1) community life and social relations, (2) mental health and 
drug use, (3) physical health and life expectancy, (4) obesity, (5) educational 
performance, (6) teenage pregnancies, (7) violence, (8) crime and punish-
ment, and (9) unequal opportunities for intergenerational social mobility. 

 For each of the nine social problems a correlation with the degree of a 
society’s income inequality emerges: Countries with lower income inequal-
ity show a low level of the various problems, while in countries with higher 
income inequality people have less trust and a higher level of mental ill-
nesses, consume more drugs, have worse general health and lower life 
expectancy, the rate of obesity is higher, and educational performance is 
lower, there are more teenage pregnancies, there is more violence and crime, 
prisons are overcrowded, and children from disadvantaged sections of the 
population have poorer career prospects (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009). 

 It is fair to raise the question of the degree to which income inequality 
alone contributes to the existence of these social problems. Wilkinson and 
Pickett (2009) answer that question by linking together two arguments. 
The first is that social problems observed in a society could be attributed to 
increased status competition and social anxiety among individual members 
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of society. People who constantly find themselves competing with oth-
ers not only develop psychological symptoms of stress but are also more 
suspicious of others, more likely to resort to sedative or stimulant drugs, 
and tend toward violence and delinquent behavior. The second argument 
is that a high degree of income inequality describes a societal situation in 
which there is a high level of status competition. As inequality in a society 
increases, there is more competition between individual members of the 
society, the risk of status loss is greater, and social anxieties are exacerbated. 
A third argument is that an egalitarian distribution of income helps those 
who are less well off while producing welfare effects for all citizens. 

 Social justice is a specific habit of justice that is social in two senses. 
First, the skills it requires are those of inspiring, working with, and organiz-
ing others to accomplish together a work of justice. The second character-
istic of social justice is that it aims at the good of the community, not at the 
good of one segment of the community only. The second sense in which this 
habit of justice is social is its object, as well as its form, primarily involves 
the good of others. 

 Social justice is ideologically neutral. It is as open to people on the left, 
on the right, or in the center. Its field of activity may be literary, scientific, 
religious, political, economic, cultural, athletic, across the whole spectrum 
of human social activities. The virtue of social justice allows for people of 
good will to reach different—even opposing—practical judgments about 
the material content of the common good (ends) and how to get there 
(means). 

 According to Leventhal (1980), in order for a procedure (distribution 
decision) to be perceived as being fair, the following six criteria must be 
met; namely, the procedures must: 

  1. Be followed consistently 

  2. Lack self-interest 

  3. Be based on accurate information 

  4. Allow for opportunities to correct decisions 

  5. Represent the important interests of all concerned 

  6. Comply with ethical standards 

 Fleischacker (2004) discussed the intellectual history of ‘‘distributive 
justice’’ and the five premises required to arrive at the modern concept of 
distributive justice as: 

  1. Each individual has a good that deserves respect, and individuals are due 
certain rights and protections in their pursuit of that good. 
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  2. Some share of material goods is part of every individual ’ s due. 

  3. The fact that every individual deserves this can be justified rationally, 
in purely secular terms. 

  4. The distribution of this share of goods is practicable. 

  5. The state ought to be guaranteeing the distribution. (p. 7) 

 Social Justice: Redistribution and Recognition 

 Young (1990) pointed out that the social movements of the 1960s and 
1970s, such as feminism, Black liberation, American Indian movements, 
and gay and lesbian liberation, made it clear that failure to recognize and 
respect social groups was a central dimension of injustice, and thus the goal 
of recognition had to be central to justice theories. Both socioeconomic 
injustice and cultural injustice are pervasive in contemporary societies. 
Both are rooted in processes and practices that systematically disadvan-
tage some groups of people vis-á-vis others. Both, consequently, should be 
remedied. In practice, the two are intertwined. Recognition has as its goal 
“a difference-friendly world, where assimilation to majority or dominant 
cultural norms is no longer the price of equal respect.” Examples include 
the “distinctive perspectives of ethnic, racial, and sexual minorities, as well 
as of gender difference” (Fraser & Honneth, 2003, p. 7). 

 We agree with Fraser and Honneth (2003) that neither alone is sufficient, 
and somehow we must come to a system that a combination of both is 
necessary. Our task is figuring out how to conceptualize cultural recogni-
tion and social inequality in forms that support rather than undermine one 
another. It also means theorizing the ways in which economic disadvan-
tage and cultural disrespect are currently entwined with and support one 
another. It is not as simple as cultural injustices versus economic injustices, 
recognition versus redistribution. 

 Socioeconomic injustice is rooted in the political-economic structure 
of society. Examples include exploitation (having the fruits of one’s labor 
appropriated for the benefit of others); economic marginalization (being 
confined to undesirable or poorly paid work or being denied access to 
income-generating labor altogether); and deprivation (being denied an 
adequate material standard of living) (Fraser & Honneth, 2003). 

 A second understanding of injustice is cultural or symbolic. Here 
injustice is rooted in social patterns of representation, interpretation, and 
communication. Examples include cultural domination (being subjected 
to patterns of interpretation and communication that are associated with 
another culture and are alien or hostile to one’s own); nonrecognition 
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(being rendered invisible by means of the communicative and interpreta-
tive practices of one’s culture); and disrespect (being routinely maligned or 
disparaged in stereotypic public cultural representations or in everyday life 
interactions) (Fraser & Honneth, 2003). 

 Therefore, there is a distinction between redistributive remedies and rec-
ognition remedies, while simultaneously being connected with each other. 
Redistributive remedies generally presuppose an underlying conception of 
recognition. For example, some proponents of egalitarian socioeconomic 
redistribution ground their claims on the “equal moral worth of persons”; 
thus, they treat economic redistribution as an expression of recognition. 
Conversely, recognition remedies sometimes presuppose an underlying con-
ception of redistribution. For example, some proponents of multicultural 
recognition ground their claims on the imperative of a just distribution of 
the “primary good” of an “intact cultural structure”; they therefore treat 
cultural recognition as a species of redistribution (Fraser & Honneth, 2003) 

 Recognition lies in its relationship to identity, which C. Taylor (1994) 
defined as “a person’s understanding of who they are, of their fundamental 
characteristics as a human being” (p. 25). Because identity is “partly shaped 
by recognition or its absence,” then “non-recognition or misrecognition can 
inflict harm, can be a form of oppression, imprisoning someone in a false, 
distorted, and reduced mode of being” (p. 25). 

 Social justice can be achieved in the contemporary world through redistri-
bution, that is, changing economic, political, and social conditions and struc-
tures to obtain a socially just distribution of resources, wealth, and income. 
Social movements connected with trade unions and social welfare programs 
such as pensions; minimum wage legislation; unemployment or employment 
insurance; child welfare; antipoverty programs; and progressive taxation rep-
resent this form of redistribution. Social theorists and those involved in social 
movements around these issues generally looked on achievement of these 
reforms as a means of redistributing the wealth of society more equally, so 
that all members of a society could benefit equitably and in order to reduce 
or eliminate extreme economic inequalities. These are what Fraser and 
Honneth (2003) refer to as redistribution or achieving distributive justice. 

 Over the last 60 or 70 years, it became apparent that social movements 
and struggles for redistribution or distributive justice alone were inadequate 
or incomplete mechanisms for achieving social justice. These class-based 
social movements that attempted to achieve distributive justice did not 
always address inequalities related to sex and gender, to ethnic and racial 
discrimination and difference, to national and regional inequalities, to 
discrimination on the basis of culture and religion, or to issues related to 
diverse sexualities and sexual practices. Even more problematic was that 
some of the movements for distributive justice ignored, made secondary, 
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or downgraded struggles related to these latter issues, using the argument 
that the class struggle must be the primary focus. Among social and politi-
cal movements that have highlighted the issues that are not strictly class 
struggles are the civil rights movement in the United States, struggles for 
women’s rights, employment equity, and gay and lesbian rights. While it 
may be misleading to put all these social movements and issues together, 
they have often been given the name “identity politics”—that is, demands 
from groups to have their identity recognized and injustices of misrecogni-
tion and exploitation ended. Fraser and Honneth term these “claims for 
recognition” and they agree that these claims are central to contemporary 
social movements and some political struggles. Both redistribution and 
recognition are required in order to create social justice, and these represent 
two distinct but interrelated forms of struggle for social justice. That is, 
those who have been treated inequitably and not provided the opportunity 
of equal treatment are most likely to be subjects of both maldistribution 
and misrecognition. Many members of such groups have been exploited 
and not permitted to participate equitably in the distributive sphere, at the 
same time as their identity and claims have been ignored and not recog-
nized. Social justice requires both redistribution and recognition—these are 
interrelated but analytically distinct aspects. 

 Social Justice Education 

 Paulo Freire (1970, 1987) indicated that educators must use three steps to 
educate for social justice. The first step is to acknowledge students’ voices. 
A student’s voice is a reflection of personal perspectives and experiences 
regarding issues and situations. The second step is to use students’ voices 
and past experiences to develop curriculum. The third step is to encourage 
and show students how to apply their voices and past experiences toward 
making significant changes in their communities. Instructional design using 
these three steps empowers students to experience a sense of belonging in 
the classroom and in their communities 

 Kumashiro (2004) concluded “the norms of schooling, like the norms of 
society privilege and benefit some groups and identities while marginalizing 
and subordinating others on the basis of race, class, gender, sexual orientation, 
religion, disabilities, language, age, and other social markers” (p. xxiv). This 
realization necessitates a transformation of education of students, of teach-
ers, of counselors, and administrators. We must challenge the notion that the 
way we educate is the way it is supposed to be. We must also acknowledge 
that treating students and clients as if they are equal is not always equitable. 
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 We have concluded that social justice education: (1) considers the val-
ues and politics that pervade education, as well as the technical matters 
of teaching and learning, (2) asks critical questions about how conven-
tional schooling came to be and about who benefits from the status quo, 
(3) pays attention to inequalities and seeks alternatives, and (4) treats 
cultural and linguistic diversity as an asset to teaching and learning. Van 
Soest and Garcia (2003) postulated as core “social justice values,” life, free-
dom and liberty, equality and nondiscrimination, justice, solidarity, social 
responsibility, justice, evolution, peace and nonviolence, and relations 
between humankind and nature (pp. 65–67). 

 Picower (2012) identified six elements of social justice education: 

  1.  Self-love and knowledge  provide opportunities for students to learn about who 
they are and develop a sense of dignity in their culture, heritage, ethnicity/race, 
religion, skin tone, gender, and sexual orientation, among other differences. 

  2.  Respect for Others  provides opportunities for students to participate in a 
climate of respect for diversity through learning to listen with kindness and 
empathy to the experiences of their peers and to deconstruct stereotypes 
about their peers’ identities. 

  3.  Issues of Social Injustice  help students learn about the history of racism, sex-
ism, classism, homophobia, and religious intolerance and how these forms 
of oppression have affected different communities. Students learn how the 
historical roots of oppression impact the lived experiences and material con-
ditions of people in contemporary settings. The goal in this area is that of 
promoting equity in learning opportunities and outcomes for all students. 

  4.  Social Movements and Social Change  involve learning about examples of 
movements of iconic and everyday people standing together to address the 
issues of social injustice. Rather than leaving students feeling overwhelmed 
and defeated, students learn that working together, ordinary people have 
united to create change. They learn this through learning about the knowl-
edge traditions and ways of knowing of marginalized groups; 

  5.  Awareness Raising  allows students who feel passionately about particular 
issues to become advocates by raising awareness of other students, teachers, 
family, and community members. It is important to recognize that while raising 
awareness is a necessary and important precurser for action, it by itself does not 
by itself translate into change. Students learn about the tensions and contradic-
tions that emerge between groups who are striving toward the same ends. 

  6.  Social Action  provides opportunities to take action on issues that affect stu-
dents and their communities by identifying issues they feel passionate about 
and learn the skills of creating change firsthand. 

 Stated somewhat differently, social justice encompasses three main 
elements: (1) a critical analysis of social and institutional inequities; 
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(2) a commitment to principled action on behalf of self as well as for 
strangers; and (3) a willingness to question one’s own understanding of 
social justice, in part through listening to alternative perspectives (Kelly & 
Brandes, 2001). 

 Educating for social justice appears to be predicated upon three transfor-
mations. They are a transformation of self, transformation of groups, and 
transformation of culture. During these transformations, students examine 
their personal and professional views about situations, learn how to use 
their views to affect other people, and begin to empower other people to 
affect social change in their communities. 

 Apple (2004) suggested that the scholarship on social justice and educa-
tion revolves around two general areas: (1) relations and dominations of 
power, and (2) the legitimization and distribution of knowledge. These two 
areas (power and knowledge) may be examined in relation to a given group 
to demonstrate how, through the circulation and legitimization of knowl-
edge, certain groups dominate others. Domination occurs not just through 
economic forces but through access to privileged forms of knowledge and 
through systems that maintain power relationships. 

 Thus, understanding one’s race does not just involve recognizing color 
but the position one attains in relation to unequal power relationships, 
control, and distribution of resources. Understanding one’s sexual orienta-
tion does not just involve the recognition of one’s sexual partner but one’s 
position either as the dominating or dominated group in specific situations. 
Understanding one’s sex does not just involve recognizing one’s physical 
characteristics but one’s position in relation to power and the legitimization 
of certain forms of knowledge. 

 Gorski (2009) explained that the key to being a social justice learner 
is the willingness to engage cognitive dissonance, to think most criti-
cally about the truths about which we are most fervently convinced, 
particularly in relation to dimensions of identity that privilege certain 
individuals. According to Huegler (2006), cognitive dissonance theory 
holds that our reactions to psychological stimuli tend to fall somewhere 
along a continuum, at one end is acceptance of a new idea or framework 
and at the other end is refusal to consider the possibility that the idea 
even exists. 

 Hytten and Bettez (2011) explained that there are multiple discourses 
that educators draw upon when claiming a social justice orientation. 
These include “democratic education, critical pedagogy, multiculturalism, 
post-structuralism, feminism, queer theory, anti-oppressive education, 
cultural studies, post-colonialism, globalization, and critical race theory” 
(pp. 8–9). 
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 Social Justice as a Basic Human Need 

 The notion of justice as a basic human need can be traced to the work of 
Anthony Taylor (2003, 2006), a New Zealand professor of psychology. 
After working in Fiji following the 2000 attempted coup by a group of 
armed insurgents, he concluded that the bewilderment, disappointment, 
and shock of the hostages fell outside the familiar categories of stress or 
trauma reactions. What stood out for Taylor were the shock, horror, disil-
lusionment, and disbelief the hostages felt, which they attributed to “the 
shattering of their legitimate expectations from being members of a com-
munity” (2003, p. 210). This led him to reflect on the psychological nature 
of justice and how violations of it might compound the emotional and 
physical losses that an individual can experience when their need for justice 
is violated, frustrated, or unfulfilled. His reflections ultimately informed the 
development of the following argument: 

 Justice is not simply an idealistic concept with implications for the develop-
ment of individuals and their communities towards the highest goals of human 
endeavor. Nor is it just the interpretation and application of common law and 
statute law that applies in every jurisdiction. Rather, it is an inherent human 
need, the violation of which compounds the emotional, physical, and property 
loss that victims of crime suffer. (Taylor, 2009, p. 3) 

 Taylor’s conclusion on the psychology and motivational function of 
justice has support in the work of Fischer and Skitka (2006) who posited 
that people have an inherent need to believe in a just world, that is, to 
believe that good things happen to good people and bad things happen 
only to bad people. Additionally, the reason people need to believe in a 
just world is, in part, “because the belief provides a sense of predictability 
and meaning in life as well as giving some assurance that behavior and 
characteristic will be appropriately rewarded or punished in the long 
run” (p. 87). 

 Recognizing justice as a basic human need serves other important human 
interests as well, including people’s 

 • long-term self-interest (in order to survive and thrive, people need to be 
able to engage in socially cooperative behavior with those who behave 
fairly), 

 • social identity (when people are treated fairly, this communicates the 
degree to which they are valued and respected as a member of the group), 
and 

 • need to express or defend themselves as morally authentic beings (also a con-
stituent of social identity) (Fischer & Skitka, 2006, p. 88). 
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 Social Justice in Education and Counseling 

 Addressing social justice when providing multicultural education and counsel-
ing is recognized as pivotal to help practitioners better serve disenfranchised 
clients whose socio-emotional well-being is affected by oppressive factors in 
society. Social justice training must be at the forefront for counselors (Chang, 
Crethar, & Ratts, 2010). Mental health professionals must recognize that 
being responsive to the needs of ethnic populations cannot be reached by 
simply increasing multicultural competence. 

 Social justice has been described as active efforts to transform institutions 
and systems that impede human rights and distribution of resources (Fouad, 
Gerstein, & Toporek, 2006). Moreover, social justice work in counseling 
seeks to enhance access to “tools of self-determination” among marginal-
ized groups (Goodman et al., 2004, p. 795). Social justice-oriented coun-
selors argue that the field must expand therapists’ roles beyond individual 
counseling to encompass macrolevel interventions. Indeed, broader roles 
are critical to address needs of marginalized communities in an increasingly 
diverse, multicultural society (Douce, 2004; Vera & Speight, 2003). 

 Hayes and Paisley (2002) asserted that advocacy must be intentionally 
used as a guiding principle undergirding program assumptions and ratio-
nales, curriculum topics and structure, methodologies of teaching, and eval-
uation of programs in order to train transformed school counselors. Singh, 
Urbano, Haston, and McMahan (2010) described how school counselors 
can incorporate social justice into the strategies used in schools. These 
included using political savvy to navigate power structures, conscious-
ness raising, initiating difficult dialogues, building intentional relation-
ships, teaching students self-advocacy skills, using data for marketing, and 
educating others about the school counselor role of advocate. 

 According to Odegard and Vereen (2010), in psychotherapy, social 
justice refers to the process of recognizing the impact that oppression and 
social inequities have on clients’ psychological well-being. Practicing from a 
social justice paradigm can aid therapists in developing empathy for clients, 
conceptualizing from a systemic perspective, and understanding the inter-
ventions needed to help clients achieve long-term positive results (Kiselica 
& Robinson, 2001). 

 Social justice implies that there is a fair and equitable distribution of 
benefits and burdens in a society. Social justice means upholding moral, 
legal, and ethical principles. The value of social justice is espoused in both 
the American Counseling Association Code of Ethics and the Counselors 
for Social Justice Code of Ethics. Both organizations describe social justice 
as a core value to be applied in professional practice. 
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 Pieterse, Evans, Risner-Butner, Collins, and Mason (2009) analyzed a 
national sample (n = 54) of multicultural counseling course syllabi. Their 
findings suggested that nearly 60% of instructors included social justice as 
a course objective, but rarely did instructors focus on extending the roles of 
counseling psychologists beyond individual therapy, as social justice change 
agents. 

 Our concepts include ways of thinking about social justice that place at 
its center acknowledgement and deconstruction of inequitable power rela-
tions as well as an emphasis on the need to address issues of power and 
privilege. 

 Counselors for Social Justice (CSJ), formed as an official division of the 
American Counseling Association (ACA) in 2003, provides this definition 
of social justice counseling: 

 Social justice counseling represents a multifaceted approach to counseling in 
which practitioners strive to simultaneously promote human development and 
the common good through addressing challenges related to both individual 
and distributive justice. Social justice counseling includes empowerment of the 
individual as well as active confrontation of injustice and inequality in society 
as they impact clientele as well as those in their systemic contexts. In doing so, 
social justice counselors direct attention to the promotion of four critical prin-
ciples that guide their work; equity, access, participation, and harmony. This 
work is done with a focus on the cultural, contextual, and individual needs of 
those served. (Counselors for Social Justice, n.d.) 

 Tolman (2006) has suggested that while we can and do live with injus-
tice, we cannot live without justice altogether. It is in this sense that justice 
is the absolutely necessary condition for the existence of humanity. This 
goes to the idea that justice is a basic human need, fundamental to our 
being human, and not just a legal or ethical principle for systematically 
guiding human conduct. 

 Fox (2003) advocated a history of psychology in which: 

 Psychologists incorporating insights from feminist, Marxist, anarchist, com-
munitarian, and other perspectives emphasized the understanding . . . that 
American psychology’s determined individualist focus, paralleling the broader 
American capitalist victim-blaming ethos, needed correction by a compensat-
ing emphasis on the communal and the mutual. (p. 300) 

 Ellis and Carlson (2009) posited that 

 social justice can be thought of in terms of one’s internal sense of conscience 
or spiritual responsibility as well as one’s sense of righteousness for the world. 
Whether your sense of social justice comes from your faith, your spirit, or your 
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religious conviction, social justice can be equated to the harmonious nature by 
showing love, goodness, or kindness to your fellow being because you are a 
recipient of blessings and precious love yourself. (p. viii) 

 Social justice advocacy is variously referred to as a new ethical praxis 
(Kakkad, 2005); a way of correcting deficits of the multicultural counsel-
ing movement and an expansion of professional roles (Vera & Speight, 
2003); and a moral imperative (Palmer, 2004). Topics include advocating 
about issues ranging from homelessness to immigration. Scholars in the 
field of social justice corroborate that advocacy is pivotal to counseling 
services because it empowers clients to create changes that meet their 
needs (Lewis, Lewis, Daniels, & D’Andrea, 1998). Adopting a social jus-
tice advocacy paradigm can provide counselors with a therapeutic tool 
to alleviate clients’ distress caused by social oppression. The same holds 
true for educators. Social justice advocacy is also important when work-
ing with clients despite their demographic characteristics. For example, 
research indicates that regardless of minority clients’ socioeconomic status, 
level of education, gender, or age, these clients’ experience with racial dis-
crimination is associated with psychological problems such as depression, 
posttraumatic stress disorder, and substance abuse, among others (Chou, 
Asnaani, & Hofmann, 2012). 

 Social justice advocates such as Toporek and Williams (2005) believe 
that existing professional ethical codes are inadequate because they do not 
address a counselor’s moral duty to pursue social equality and to end any 
and all forms of oppression. Chang, Hays, and Milliken (2009) asserted, 
“the purpose of social justice is to empower disenfranchised clients and 
create sociopolitical change to dismantle the current status quo” (p. 27). 

 Manis, Brown, and Paylo (2009) proposed nine social justice competen-
cies for counselors: 

 (1) gain knowledge of how social injustices are manifested and experienced 
at the individual, cultural, and societal levels; (2) participate in active self-
reflection on issues concerning race, ethnicity, oppression, power, and privi-
lege; (3) when interacting with clients and community organizations, maintain 
ongoing self-awareness of how your personal positions of power and privi-
lege may unintentionally parallel experiences with oppression and injustice; 
(4) promote the well-being of individuals and groups by challenging interven-
tions that seem exploitive; (5) gain knowledge about indigenous models of 
health and healing and work alongside these entities to promote culturally rel-
evant, holistic interventions; (6) expand awareness of global issues and injus-
tices; (7) conceptualize and implement preventive therapeutic interventions; 
(8) collaborate with community organizations to provide culturally relevant 
services to the identified groups; and (9) hone systemic and advocacy skills to 
facilitate social change within institutions and communities. (p. 32) 
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 Sensoy and Diangelo (2009) stated that being an  ally  means: 

 Validating and supporting people who are socially or institutionally positioned 
below yourself, regardless of whether you understand or agree with where they 
are coming from; engaging in continual self-reflection to uncover your social-
ized blind spots where you have privilege; advocating when the oppressed 
group is absent by challenging misconceptions; and sharing power, taking 
risks to build relationships with target group members, taking responsibility 
for your mistakes, having humility and willingness to admit to “not knowing,” 
letting go of control, and earning trust through action. (p. 346) 

 An educational focus on social justice is necessary to prepare future 
educators and counselors to address concerns related to how societies 
are structured. Topics related to educating teachers and counselors for 
social justice generally focus on issues of underserved, marginalized, or 
vulnerable members of society. Because social justice is a concept central 
to multiple aspects of life, a focus on common issues should highlight how 
unequal benefits and burdens are created in society, and affect everyone, 
regardless of the privileges people hold on a society. 

 Criticisms of Social Justice 

 Smith, Reynolds, and Rovnak (2009) offered criticism of social justice 
counseling when they stated 

 The most pressing mandate for the counseling profession at this time is 
an in-depth examination of the social advocacy movement . . . .  [It] lacks 
sufficient moderation and sometimes attempts to promote various agendas 
(e.g., personal, political)  . . .  [and] makes bold claims for which it has little or 
no substantive evidence, such as clinical effectiveness. (p. 483) 

 One of the criticisms of group specific attempts at targeting devalued 
groups for special consideration is that by doing so we discriminate against 
another group. In his book on  Blacks and Social Justice,  Boxill (1992) 
blocks this charge by insisting that we must differentiate between just and 
unjust color conscious policies. He asserts, 

 It goes without saying that Jim Crow legislation is unjust. But critics cannot 
as a result infer that all color-conscious policy is unjust. Jim Crow legislation 
was insulting to black people and its intention was to degrade them. The 
color-conscious policies that are threatened by the Reagan administration 
are not insulting to white people, and their intent is to elevate black people. 
The differences in nature and intent, and presumed result of these two kinds 
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of policy are so deep that it is presumptuous to conclude that because they 
resemble each other in being color-conscious, they resemble each other in 
being unjust. (p. 3) 

 Skocpol (2003) identified a major problem of social justice advocacy as 
too often little connection between professional advocates and the people 
for whom they speak. Typically, community based social justice organiza-
tions fend for themselves with little or no access to institutional resources 
or professional expertise. These organizations often struggle with daily 
issues of survival like being able to support a paid staff, rent space, or 
afford public outreach materials. The struggle for resources often con-
sumes organizers’ time and makes many social justice movement organiza-
tions unstable and sometimes, short-lived. 

 Among other critiques, Michelli and Keiser (2005) stated that education 
that is grounded on a commitment to justice and the cultivation of demo-
cratic citizenship “ is increasingly seen as superfluous, complicating, and 
even threatening by some policy makers and pressure groups who increas-
ingly see any curriculum not tied to basic literacy or numeracy as disposable 
and inappropriate” (p. xix). 

  Case Study  

 Once upon a time, a woman strolling along a riverbank hears a cry for help 
and, seeing a drowning person, rescues him. She no sooner finishes administer-
ing artificial respiration when another cry requires another rescue. Again, she 
has only just helped the second person when a third call for help is heard. After 
a number of rescues, she begins to realize that she is pulling some people out 
of the river more than once. By this time the rescuer is exhausted and resent-
ful, feeling that if people are stupid or careless enough to keep landing in the 
river, they can rescue themselves. She is too annoyed, tired, and frustrated to 
look around her. 

 Shortly after, another woman walking along the river hears the cries for 
help and begins rescuing people. She, however, wonders why so many people 
are drowning in this river. Looking around her, she sees a hill where something 
seems to be pushing people off. Realizing this is the source of the drowning 
problem, she is faced with a difficult dilemma: If she rushes uphill, people pres-
ently in the river will drown; if she stays at the river pulling them out, more 
people will be pushed in. What can she do? (Derman-Sparks & Phillips, 1997, 
pp. 1–2).Who are the people being pushed into the river? 

 • Are individuals being pushed into the river, or are groups of individuals 
being pushed?   
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• What is the force on the hill?
 • How does the force operate? 
 • Why are some people  not  being pushed into the river? What are their 

characteristics? How do they benefit by having others being pushed into 
the river? 

 • What is it like to be in the river? 
 • How did some people who were rescued end up being pushed in the river 

for a second or third time? What were the characteristics of those who were 
rescued and were  not  pushed in again? 

 • Were any of the rescued folks seen pushing people into the river? 
How could this be? 

 • Whom does the first woman represent? The second woman? 
 • Which option should the second woman choose? Why? 
 • Who is responsible for dealing with the situation on the hill? 

 Questions for Review and Reflection 

  1. Define the following terms 

 Advocacy 

 Justice 

 Ally 

 Oppression 

 Distributive Justice 

 Social Justice 

 Injustice 

  2. How does John Rawls conceptualize justice? Social justice? What are the core 
social justice values, according to Van Soest and Garcia? 

  3. What are some religious references, based on your faith tradition, other than 
those cited in the chapter? 

  4. What are the “costs of inequality” to a society, according to Wilkinson and 
Pickett? Compare and contrast two societies in terms of these elements. 

  5. What characteristics must be present for a procedure to be perceived as fair, 
according to Leventhal? 

  6. How are redistribution and cultural recognition alike and different? 

  7. What requirements are necessary to educate for social justice, according to 
Paulo Freire? Compare and contrast the requirements posited by Freire with 
those identified by Picower and those identified by Singh et al. 
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  8. Taylor suggested that justice is a basic human need. Explain why you either 
agree or disagree with Taylor’s thesis. 

  9. Summarize the nine social justice competencies for counselors proposed by 
Manis, Brown, and Paylo. 

  10. Describe the treatment of social justice in the Code of Ethics of your 
anticipated career. 
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